Georgia Southern University

Digital Commons@Georgia Southern
Association of Marketing Theory and Practice
Proceedings 2022

Association of Marketing Theory and Practice
Proceedings

2022

The Effect of Resource Scarcity on Consumer Ethical Behavior
Todd C. Haderlie Jr
Florida International University, thade003@fiu.edu

Jaehoon Lee
Florida International University, jaehlee@fiu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/amtpproceedings_2022
Part of the Business Law, Public Responsibility, and Ethics Commons

Recommended Citation
Haderlie, Todd C. Jr and Lee, Jaehoon, "The Effect of Resource Scarcity on Consumer Ethical Behavior"
(2022). Association of Marketing Theory and Practice Proceedings 2022. 33.
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/amtp-proceedings_2022/33

This conference proceeding is brought to you for free and open access by the Association of Marketing Theory and
Practice Proceedings at Digital Commons@Georgia Southern. It has been accepted for inclusion in Association of
Marketing Theory and Practice Proceedings 2022 by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons@Georgia
Southern. For more information, please contact digitalcommons@georgiasouthern.edu.

Resource Scarcity: The Effect on Ethical Behavior
Todd C. Haderlie Jr.
Florida International University

Jaehoon Lee
Florida International University
EXTENDED ABSTRACT
We identify a novel relationship between scarcity and ethical behavior. When resource scarcity is
made salient, consumers engage in less ethical behavior. Furthermore, the effect of resource
scarcity on ethical behavior is stronger for consumers with high (vs. low) levels of the inclusion
of others in the self (IOS). Importantly, the present research also suggests that scarcity marketing
messages may impact downstream ethical behavior. Policymakers and marketing managers
should be aware that what is good for business may not be good for consumer well-being.
Further, as consumers feel a higher level of IOS and interconnectedness the effects of scarcity
may be amplified, and thus one could expect consumer reactions to perceptions of scarcity to be
more drastic. Thus, when considering a marketing campaign, specific attention should be paid to
the possible downstream effects of the chosen ad type.
The messages of scarcity are pervasive in society. Consumers often encounter the images of
empty shelves or the pages of out-of-stock items on retailers’ websites in a pandemic. Faced with
resource scarcity, consumers exhibit various responses including narrowed attention (Shah et al.,
2012), higher calorie consumption (Briers & Laporte, 2013), and decreased life satisfaction (Hill
et al., 2012). Previous research further suggests that people with fewer resources engage in
suboptimal behavior, such as bad financial decision-making (Barr, 2012), excessive lottery
purchases (Haisley et al. 2008), and unreasonable borrowing at high-interest rates (Dobbie &
Skiba, 2013). Broadly speaking, these patterns of suboptimal behavior may pertain to ethical
issues.
The present research investigates how scarcity affects consumers’ ethical intentions. Scarcity is
defined as “sensing or observing a discrepancy between one’s current level of resources and a
higher, more desirable reference point” (Cannon et al., 2019). Scarcity creates its own mindset,
changing how people look at problems and make decisions (Shah et al., 2012). Individuals who
experience resource scarcity increase their focus on the “here and now” and pay less attention to
the future consequences of their decisions. When resources are perceived as scarce, consumers
gravitate toward a more self-centered mindset, focused on the present scarcity issue
(Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). There is also evidence that consumers may disengage from otherfocused or prosocial behaviors and engage in self-focused or antisocial behaviors (Levontin et
al., 2015). When it comes to ethical behavior, Low & Davenport, (2007) posit that ethical
individuals express concern in one of the following areas: human welfare, animal welfare, and

environmental welfare, and these areas have the prerequisite of other-focused mindsets.
Together, we predict that consumers who are faced with resource scarcity will decrease ethical
intentions. Formally:
H1: When resource scarcity is made salient, consumers engage in less ethical behavior.
For our main prediction, we identify interconnectedness with others as one boundary condition.
Specifically, we focus on “the inclusion of others in the self” (IOS), which refers to the
interconnectedness between oneself and others (Aron et al., 1992). IOS indicates overlapping of
selves where characteristics, attributes, and thoughts of the other are viewed to be part of one’s
self (Aron et al., 1992). This overlap may lead to a confusion of self with others (Mashek et al.
2007). Thus, people with high (vs. low) levels of IOS may assume that other people would think
and behave as they do. Put differently, consumers who engage in less ethical behavior may
reinforce such behavior when their IOS levels are high (vs. low). Formally:
H2: The effect of resource scarcity on ethical behavior is stronger for consumers with high (vs.
low) levels of IOS.
In what follows, we report two experiments. Experiment 1 examines the effect of resource
scarcity on ethical consumption. Experiment 2 provides evidence that the effect observed in
Experiment 1 is pronounced strongly for consumers high in IOS.
Experiment 1
We recruited 123 MTurkers (52.8% female; Mage = 41.88, SD = 13.74). The study had a twogroup between-subjects design (scarcity vs. control). We first manipulated scarcity with an
episodic recall task adapted from Fischhoff et al. (2003). Participants in the scarcity condition
were asked to take three minutes and describe three or four instances where they felt like they
“didn’t have enough of something” or “resources were scarce.” Those in the control condition
wrote about their daily routine or tasks they completed the previous day. Participants were then
asked to indicate their ethical consumption tendency at that present moment, adapted from Paek
and Nelson (2009), on a 7-point scale (e.g. “I would avoid buying products or services from
companies that discriminate against minorities”) and the items were averaged to form a
combined measure (α = .904).
As predicted, participants in the scarcity condition reported significantly lower ethical
consumption intentions (M = 5.01; SD = 1.18), relative to the control condition (M = 5.47; SD =
.95; F(1, 122) = 5.66; p = .02; Cohen’s d = .42). The pattern of results remained significant when
we controlled for childhood socioeconomic status (SES) and current SES. These results
supported our hypothesis that resource scarcity lowers ethical consumption. We further ruled out
the possibility that SES would affect the observed effect.
Experiment 2
We recruited 89 MTurkers (60% female; Mage = 44.70, SD = 12.83). The study had a two-group
between-subjects design (scarcity vs. control). To manipulate the experimental conditions, we
used the same writing tasks as in Experiment 1. For our dependent measure, we asked

participants to indicate their ethical behavioral intentions at that present moment using seven
items adapted from Welsh and Ordóñez (2014) and complete two ethical dilemma scenarios
adapted from Gino et al. (2010), all on 7-point scales. We combined these scales to form a
composite measure of ethical behavior (α = .88). Finally, participants completed the IOS
measure (Aron et al., 1992) and the 20-item PANAS measure (Watson et al. 1988), all on 7-point
scales (αpositive = .87, αnegative = .93).
There was a significant main effect of scarcity on ethical behavior, relative to the control
condition (Mscarcity = 2.71, Mcontrol = 2.07; F(1, 88) = 6.77; p = .01), replicating Experiment 1. To
test our moderation model, we used Hayes (2017) Model 1. There was a significant two-way
interaction between scarcity and IOS (b = -.14, 95% CI [-.2718 to -.0071], t = -2.10, p = .04).
Participants in the scarcity condition reported significantly less ethical intentions when their IOS
levels were high (b = -.53, 95% CI [-.8548 to -.2133], t = -3.31, p < .01), supporting our
hypothesis. The pattern of results remained significant when we controlled for the PANAS
scores.
Our research introduces resource scarcity as a novel antecedent of ethical consumption and
behavioral intentions. Further, we show that such ethical intentions are strongly associated with
how individuals view the self in relation to others. We plan to examine the link between types of
relationships and ethicality, as well as possible underlying processes for the effect observed in
our studies.
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